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The May 29 presidential elections in Colombia ended in a virtual tie, with neither of the two front
runners winning the absolute majority needed to avoid a runoff. With 97% of the ballots counted,
Partido Liberal candidate Ernesto Samper, with 45.2% of the vote, had a slight edge over Andres
Pastrana of the Partido Conservador, with 44.9%. Only about 20,000 votes separated the first and
second place candidates.
Samper's narrow lead was hardly cause for celebration among the Liberals. Registered Liberal Party
voters significantly outnumber those of the Conservative Party and, had they all voted along party
lines, could easily have given Samper a first-round victory. For example, in legislative elections held
in March, Liberals took 55% of the vote, nearly 10% more than Samper. Pastrana, on the other hand,
presented himself as a candidate whose appeal goes beyond party lines. While this cost him some
votes within his Conservative Party, Pastrana's strong showing in the May 29 balloting confirmed
the impression created toward the end of the campaign that he had momentum on his side. This is
expected to give Pastrana's campaign a boost heading into the runoff.
Still, a poll on voter preferences for the runoff, conducted by the newspaper El Espectador and the
television newscast CMI after the first-round elections, gave Samper a four-point lead, with 52%,
to Pastrana's 48%. The poll was conducted among 1,200 potential voters in five major cities. The
big loser on May 29 was former M-19 guerrilla leader Antonio Navarro, who ran as presidential
candidate of the Movimiento Compromiso Colombia coalition. Navarro picked up just 3.8% of the
vote, a significant drop from the 12.5% he won in the 1990 presidential elections.
Notwithstanding this weak showing, Navarro could be still play a decisive role in the runoff if
he calls on his supporters to back Samper or Pastrana. Navarro, well aware that he holds the
presidential aces at the moment, says the leadership of his Alianza Democratica del Movimiento 19
de Abril (ADM-19) will meet soon to evaluate the electoral results and decide whether to endorse
one of the finalists. Also holding some leverage is fourth place presidential candidate Regina
Betancur, of the Movimiento Unitario Metapolitico, who took 1.1% of the vote. Analysts point out
that the longer Navarro and Betancur stall, the more leverage they will have to negotiate the terms
of their participation in the next administration.
Meanwhile, both Samper and Pastrana are strategizing for the intense campaigning that will
occur between now and the runoff election, which is scheduled for June 19. Samper says he will
try to convince supporters of the 16 other first-round candidates to vote for him, while Pastrana is
concentrating on attracting votes from those who abstained on May 29. Overall, the abstention rate
was calculated at 67%, up from the 52.3% abstention registered in the 1990 presidential elections.
Analysts attribute the high abstentionism to several factors. In general, voter apathy has been on
the rise in Colombia, where the Liberals and Conservatives have enjoyed a 150-year bipartisan
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 56743
ISSN: 1060-4189

lock on power. During this campaign, the platforms of Samper and Pastrana were not noticeably
different. Finally, many voters seem to have grown weary of seemingly endless campaigning. The
May election was the second of four scheduled to be held this year.
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